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TAGS: PINT, UK 

SUBJECT: GENERAL ELECTION: THE LIBERALS 

1. SUMMARY: DESPITE A SHAKY START, THE LIBERALS ARE 
STARTING TO MAKE AN IMPACT ON THE CAMPAIGN. THEY ARE 
FIELDING MORE CANDIDATES THAN AT ANY GENERAL ELECTION 
SINCE 1910, AND THEIR SUPPORT, AFTER SLIPPING INITIALLY, 
SHOWS SIGNS OF REVIVING. AGAINST THE ODDS, THEIR 
CHANCES OF HOLDING THE BALANCE OF POWER IN THE NEXT 
PARLIAMENT ARE STILL VERY MUCH ALIVE. END SUMMARY 

2. AS THE CAMPAIGN PASSES THE HALF-WAY MARK, THE IMPACT 
OF THE LIBERAL VOTE ON THE OUTCOME LOOMS MORE AND MORE 
UNPREDICTABLE. CONTRARY TO THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM 
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THEIR TRADITIONAL LOYALTIES IN A GENERAL ELECTION, 
OPINION POLLS PUBLISHED OVER THE WEEKEND INDICATE THAT 
THE EROSION OF LIBERAL SUPPORT HAS BEEN ARRESTED AND 
EVEN REVERSED, AND THAT THE PARTY IS CURRENTLY ENJOYING 
LEVELS OF SUPPORT RANGING FROM 14 TO 19 PERCENT. 
FURTHERMORE, IT WAS ANNOUNCED YESTERDAY THAT THE 
LIBERALS WOULD FIELD 517 CANDIDATES, THE HIGHEST TOTAL 
SINCE 1910. (IN 1970, WITH 332 CANDIDATES, THEY POLLED 
7.5 PERCENT OF THE VOTE, LOST 182 DEPOSITS, AND WON 
ONLY SIX SEATS.) 

3. THE LIBERALS GOT OFF TO A SHAKY START IN THIS 
CAMPAIGN. THEIR MANIFESTO, LAST IN THE FIELD, WAS TOO 
LONG AND POORLY WRITTEN, AND THEIR POLICIES, WELL- 
INTENTIONED THOUGH THEY MIGHT BE, FAILED TO CATCH THE 
IMAGINATION. THEY HAVE IN FACT SCARCELY BEEN MENTIONED, 
LET ALONE DEBATED, SINCE THE MANIFESTO CAME OUT. 

4. MORE IMPORTANT HAS SIMPLY BEEN THE AVAILABILITY OF 
THE LIBERALS AS A MIDDLE-OF-THE-ROAD ALTERNATIVE TO 
THE TWO MAJOR PARTIES. JEREMY THORPE STARTED THE 
CAMPAIGN BY CALLING ON THE VOTERS TO REJECT THE STERILE 
CLASS CONFLICT OF TWO DISCREDITED PARTIES, BUT IT WAS 
NOT UNTIL THE TORIES AND THE SOCIALISTS HAD HAD A FULL 
WEEK IN WHICH TO BASH ONE ANOTHER THAT HIS APPEAL 
BEGAN TO FIND MUCH RESONANCE. OVEREXPOSURE OF HEATH 
AND WILSON ON NIGHTLY TELEVISION HAS PROBABLY HELPED 
TOO TO PROMOTE SOME "PLAGUE ON BOTH" SENTIMENT. ON 
FEBRUARY 15, THE GUARDIAN WENT SO FAR AS TO DESCRIBE 
THE LIBERALS AS "THE GENUINE MODERATES AND CONCILIA- 
TORS," AND TO WELCOME THE PROSPECT OF THEIR HOLDING 
THE BALANCE OF POWER IN THE NEXT PARLIAMENT. 

5. WHETHER SUCH A THING COMES TO PASS DEPENDS, OF 
COURSE, NOT JUST ON HOW WELL THE LIBERALS DO, BUT ON 
HOW CLOSE THE CONSERVATIVES AND LABOR FINISH. WITH 
NINE DAYS TO GO, THE OUTCOME REMAINS WIDE OPEN. 

ANNENBERG 
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